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What is safe sleeping for babies and why is it important? 

Babies need a lot of sleep and it is important to make sure that when they are placed for 

sleep, parents and carers place them in the safest way possible. 
 

Research shows that unsafe sleeping positions and unsafe sleeping environments are two 

of the factors commonly associated with Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS),        
sometimes referred to as ‘Cot Death’.  
 

Babies die of SIDS at any time of the day or night so safe sleeping is important for daytime 

naps as well as night sleeps. 
 

In Leeds between April 2008 and April 2014, 32 babies, aged from birth to one year, died 

unexpectedly in their sleep with no clear cause of death being established (SIDS).  
 

Whilst parental smoking was identified as a factor in 28 of these deaths, 14 were             
associated with co-sleeping either in the parental bed or on sofas. Three deaths were      

related to the child being placed in a prone position to sleep (Leeds Child Death Overview 
Panel Report 2014-15). 
 

National data for SIDS shows that incidence rates have been falling over the last 10 years, 
however the incidence in Leeds at 0.48 per thousand deaths (2004-13) remains higher 
than the rate for England and Wales (0.4) and Yorkshire and Humberside (0.41).   

What are safe and unsafe sleeping positions? 
There is substantial evidence from around the world which shows that placing a baby to 

sleep on their back (supine position) significantly reduces the risk of SIDS and placing a    
baby on their front (prone) or side significantly increases the risk. 
 

The incidence of SIDS has fallen dramatically since parents have been advised to place their 

infants on their backs to sleep. 
 

Practitioners should advise parents to place their baby to sleep on the back for each sleep or 

nap as part of their regular sleeping routine (unless particular medical advice has been    
provided to the contrary).  
 

If a parent notices that their baby has rolled onto their front or side, they should gently turn 

them onto their back again. When the baby has gained the ability to roll from front to back 
they can be left to find their own positions. 

http://www.leedslscb.org.uk/LSCB/media/Images/pdfs/cdop-annual-report-final.pdf
http://www.leedslscb.org.uk/LSCB/media/Images/pdfs/cdop-annual-report-final.pdf


What are unsafe and safe sleeping environments?  

Unsafe environments 

Studies show that sharing a sofa or armchair is associated with a higher risk of SIDS as 
babies can become trapped between the parent and the back of the sofa or armchair.  
 

Although there is an association between bed sharing and SIDS, increasingly the evidence 
suggests that it is not bed-sharing per se that is a risk factor, but the circumstances in 
which it occurs. The risk of bed sharing is particularly increased in families where either 

parent is a smoker, whether or not they smoke in the bedroom. The risk of SIDS has also 
been found to be higher where the bed sharer has used alcohol or drugs, or is overtired. 

Premature and low birth weight babies are at a particularly increased risk from bed    
sharing, whether or not the parents smoke. 
 

Loose bedding which can cover a baby’s face or head can be dangerous and has been 

shown to increase the chance of SIDS. Soft or bulky bedding, such as quilts, pillows,    
cot bumpers and duvets, is also associated with an increased risk of SIDS in the UK.    

Pillow use alone has been shown to increase the risk of SIDS by 2½ times, compared with 
non-pillow use. The use of soft sleep surfaces or second hand mattresses has been found 
to be associated with a higher risk of SIDS and adult beds for babies to sleep alone must   

also be avoided. 
 

Overheating arising from high room temperature, excessive insulation, overwrapping or 

both, is also associated with an increased risk of SIDS. 
 

Safe environments 
There is evidence to show that when infants share the same room as their parents the 

risk of SIDS is decreased. The safest place for babies to sleep for the first six months is in 
a separate cot or ‘Moses basket’ in the same room as the parent. 
 

It is important to keep a baby’s head uncovered while they are sleeping; therefore babies 
should be placed on their back in the ‘feet to foot’ position (i.e. placing the baby’s feet to 

the foot of the cot to avoid them wriggling down under the covers) and the use of loose 
bedding, pillows, quilts and duvets must be avoided. Babies should sleep on a firm, flat 
mattress that is clean and in good condition.   
 

In the UK it is commonly agreed that there should be an ambient room temperature of 16
–20ºC, combined with light bedding or a lightweight well-fitting baby sleep bag. 
 

There is evidence that breastfeeding decreases the risk of SIDS. A breastfeeding mother 
who chooses to bed share adopts a position that facilitates close physical contact and    
observation of her baby and is highly responsive to her baby’s needs.  

Key contacts and for more information 

For more information in Leeds about safer sleeping you can contact Shelagh Davenport - Sudden 

and Unexpected Death in Childhood Professional lead - sdavenport1@nhs.net 
 

Or Sally Goodwin Mills – Advanced Health Improvement Specialist – Infant Feeding                                      

sally.goodwinmills@leeds.gov.uk  
 

You can read more about SIDS from the NHS website and about safe sleep from the Lullaby Trust 
website and read their Safer sleep for babies – a guide for parents  
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